The preface relates the circumstances in which this treatise came into being. In 1643, a shipwrecked Western vessel drifted onto an island in the westmost part of Japan. The passengers, all Jesuit missionaries, were arrested and imprisoned for illegal entry under the seclusion policy of the time. One missionary who was well versed in astronomy submitted a treatise to the office. A few years later this work was turned over to Ferreira for translation. He was then serving as a censorial officer for the Japanese government, after having abandoned his Christian faith at the time of the persecution in the preceding time. He could not write Japanese characters, so he spelled out his translation in Latin letters. An interpreter read it aloud and Mukai Genshō wrote it in Japanese.
The subject matter largely coincides with that of De Caelo, Meteorologica and De Generatione et Corruptione. There is no explicit indication of the original text from which Ferreira worked. After comparison of astronomical data and diagrams, it would be conjectured that most of the Kenkon bensetsu is derived from Christopher Clavius's In Sphaeram Ioannis de Sacro Bosco, Commentarius. However, its copious and detailed Euclidean demonstrations and its tables of astronomical computations make it greatly superior to Kenkon bensetsu, which is an exposition of not much use in practical astronomy. Furthermore, the presence of material on astrology is a contraindication, since the Jesuits were strongly opposed to astrology. Still, it is highly probable that Ferreira consulted Clavius or works based on Clavius.
Whereas Ferreira's text was a straightforward description of Western science of the time, Mukai's commentary was considerably biased by his background, and is thus of utmost interest.
In the opening part, he commented on the characteristics of the learning of Western, Buddhist, Confucian and Shintoist doctrines. For Westerners the heaven is something special, entirely unrelated to the four elements. Their heaven does not share the nature of earthly things. Therefore the heaven cannot be essential to creation. They are ingenious only in devices which deal with appearances and utility, but are ignorant about metaphysical matters and go astray in their theory of heaven and hell. Since they do not comprehend the significance of li-chi'i and yin-yang (both principles of Chinese Naturphilosophie), their theory of material phenomena turns out to be vulgar and unrefined. But this vulgarity appeals all the more to the ignorant populace, and stupefies them. Western scholars are convinced of the superiority of their own learning, and so go abroad to preach it. But their study is utterly erroneous and prejudiced. Their preachments on the past and future worlds are full of fantasticism.
In his phrase-by-phrase commentaries Mukai never deviated from his stern adherence to the Neo-Confucian li-ch'i principle. On the whole, he could not reconcile himself to the Aristotelian four elements theory and its characteristically European explication. He accepted the universally valid astronomical measurements of the West, sometimes even freely praising their ingenuity, but here and there he expressed his contempt for the unbalanced emphasis on the phenomena.
Although he was biased, at least he was free of Aristotelian prejudices. He was frankly suspicious of the physical explanation of terrestrial phenomena. For example, he was not convinced that the sphere of water is above the sphere of earth. When water is dropped on a lump of earth, he said, the water penetrates and seeps through the lump; thus the existence of underground water is explained. There is therefore no stratigraphical difference between the natural place of water and that of earth.
Whenever the author mentioned the four elements, the commentator countered with the Chinese five elements, not even bothering with a detailed refutation. He sometimes did not even follow the text, expostulating with a sweeping comment that, because the Westerners do not know the li-ch'i theory, they have had to devise a cumbersome materialistic demonstration; once one masters the sìgnificance of li, he can get the same result without consulting the barbarian's (Westerner's) demonstration.
The commentator clings to the five elements principle with irrational vehemence. After the explanation of terrestrial events in terms of the four elements, the author begins to discuss the heavens. The commentator, pleased, states that since it is obvious that yin and yang are divided into five elements, even the Westerners, despite their ignorance, had to add the heaven as a fifth element. Even if the heaven is, in their theory, foreign to the other four elements, there can be no doubt that the heaven, in harmony with the four elements, is fundamental to terrestrial phenomena.
The historical situation, conditioned by the anti-Christian sentiment of the first few decades of seclusion, put the commentator in a position of general hostility towards Western learning, as his preface shows. The European view of nature was not his taste. He considered such emphasis on the appearances trìvial and vulgar. It seems that his primary interest was his overall world-view, which included not only natural phenomena but also the social order and the nature of man. He would expect to find some socio-ethical issues in a Western astronomical treatise and could never be satisfied without them.
Although Mukai accepted Western astronomical knowledge insofar as it was compatible with the traditional approach, his denunciation was mainly addressed
